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This study examines the marital relationships in the plays ofEugene O’Neill and
discusses how these relationships fail due to women’s challenge to the patriarchal system.
It shows how the conventions of society negatively impact marriages, creating barriers
between spouses based on the belief in men’s superiority to women. The main
conventions discussed are the prohibition ofmarriage between men and women of
different socio-economic statuses and the demand formale domination over female.
This research explains how O’Neill’s view ofwomen is colored by the beliefs of
the patriarchal society ofhis time and, thus, his portrayal ofhis male and female
characters is unrealistic and biased. This we can see when we examine the marital
relationship in his plays. When we look at O’Neill’s plays, we see that the success of the
marital relationship is conditioned by women’s submission to men. O’Neill portrays
women who rebel against their husbands as destroyers of their families. Thus, he does
not lay blame for the failure ofmarriages on both women and men; rather, he blames
women only. However, when we analyze female characters in O’Neill’s plays, we get a
picture that contradicts his dark portrayal of them.
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Critics and literary historians consider Eugene O’Neill as the writer who
revolutionalized the American theater. They assert that serious American drama began
with him. O’Neill’s plays that focus on familial issues have contributed especially to his
acclaim. Most ofhis plays deal with familial relationships between fathers and sons,
mothers and sons, mothers and daughters, and husbands and wives. Writing about
tensions in and disruptions of these relationships was his main concern.
Among the troubled family relationships that O’Neill has addressed during his
literary career is the mother-daughter relationship. Plays likeMourning Becomes Electro
and A Touch of the Poet are based on Freudian themes; a girl’s turning away from her
mother resulting in mutual hostile attitudes ofboth mother and daughter. This conflict is
the result of jealousy over the man in their life. Incestuous relationships between mothers
and sons were one ofO’Neill’s main concerns. Oedipal themes can be found in plays as
Desire Under the Elms and Mourning Becomes Electro. These plays also include
agonized relations between fathers and sons.
O’Neill’s career consisted of three periods. His early realistic plays focused on
themes like alienation, criticism ofcapitalism and questioning of the American bourgeois
culture, espeeially class divisions. One can find such themes in the works ofmany
realistic writers including figures like Stephen Crane, Theodore Dreiser, and Jack
London. During this period, which is the period of realistic and naturalistic American
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literature, O’Neill wrote about characters that are trapped in severe circumstances and
controlled by forces beyond their control. After the second period ofhis literary life,
during which he wrote expressionistic plays, O’Neill finally returned to his realistic mode
of thinking.
O’Neill’s second realistic period was the most controversial period ofhis literary
life. Relationships between the sexes were his main theme during this period. The
question that created much controversy was whether O’Neill was realistic or unrealistic
in his depiction of these relationships. Critics questioned whether O’Neill’s portrayal of
men in his plays was realistic or sympathetic and whether O’Neill’s female characters
were real or mythic. Critics like Suzanne Burr and Consul Bemick believe that O’Neill
was realistic in his portrayal of his female characters. Burr and Bemick argue that
O’Neill’s relationship with his mother had a favorable effect on his writings (Burr 38).
That is, his mother’s sufferings made him sympathetic with women and realistic in his
portrayal of their dilemma. Other critics like Sheaffer, Doris Nelson and Trudy Drucker
believe that O’Neill’s relationship with his mother negatively affected his attitude
towards women (Burr 37; Nelson 4-5; Drucker 9-10). Ella, O’Neill’s mother, led a
miserable and tense relationship with her husband. She became addicted to morphine as
a result of surgeries she underwent. She abandoned O’Neill while he was young and this
affected O’Neill’s feelings towards her. O’Neill’s relationship with his mother is a
mysterious one. Whether O’Neill’s feelings towards his mother were hostile or otherwise
is a questionable issue. Ifhis feelings towards her were hostile, this would be the result
ofher abandonment and neglect ofhim. However, ifO’Neill’s feelings toward his
mother were favorable, this would be the result ofhis understanding ofhis mother’s
suffering in a miserable relationship with his father and also her suffering of illness.
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Thus, Burr and Bemick believe that Eugene O’Neill was realistic in his portrayals of
women who suffered like his mother (Burr 38). They align O’Neill with such writers as
Henrick Ibsen, Tennessee Williams, and Arthur Miller because these writers portray
women realistically (Burr 38). Their works mirrored the harsh reality ofwomen,
including inequality between men and women in education, work and political freedom.
They also talked about women’s rights for freedom ofexpression and independence of
thought. In “O’Neill’s GhostlyWomen,” Suzanne Burr argues against Louis Sheaffer,
who asserts that O’Neill’s female characters are mere ghosts ormythic creatures (38).
Sheaffer asserts that, “paralleling his mentor Strindberg, O’Neill created in the majority
ofhis leading female characters either bitches and other agents ofmisfortune or
impossibly noble souls” (qtd. in Burr 37). Sheaffer is suggesting that O’Neill was
unrealistic in his portrayal of his women and that O’Neill’s hostility against women is the
result of his troubled relationship with his mother Ella. Burr, on the other hand, believes
that O’Neill’s portrayal ofhis female characters shows his empathy with women rather
than his hostility against them (38). Thus, Burr aligns him with Ibsen who wrote
passionately about women’s disfranchisement and isolation (38). Critics such as Doris
Nelson and Judith Barlow argue that O’Neill created a world that is inhabited by men
only. In “O’Neill’sWomen,” Nelson argues that O’Neill’s female characters always
have unrealized goals in life; he says, “The female characters, with few exceptions, are
defined only by their biological roles—in other words, by their relationships to the men in
their lives. Other than being daughters, wives, mothers, or lovers, the women have no
significant careers” (4). He adds, “The female characters for the most part operate in a
more limited sphere, fulfilling the traditional roles for women” (6). Nelson and Barlow
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suggest that O’Neill expresses his bias against women through his dark portrayal ofhis
female characters.
Another issue that created much controversy about O’Neill was the question of
whether O’Neill’s portrayal of his male characters was realistic or sympathetic. O’Neill
wrote not only about troubled lives, but showed concern for and understanding of
people’s struggle against the disadvantages of class or race. Not only did he show
sympathy for these people, but also he could see life issues from their point ofview. Of
these people O’Neill chose men only, and not women, as his main concern. Critic Jane
Torrey states that O’Neill’s men “took for granted their self-respect and self-
determination. Like other men, they had need ofwomen, and they expected their women
to help them achieve their goals. There are men like this in the real world, and O’Neill’s
portrait ofmen, oppressed and otherwise, are apparently drawn from his experience”
(165). Thus, Torrey believes that O’Neill is realistic in his portrayal ofhis male
characters.
O’Neill’s biography shows that his marital relationships were troubled because he
expected his spouses to be wives and mothers simultaneously. He expected them to
nurture him and give him the motherly feelings that his mother failed to give to him.
This is what explains his sympathy with his men who seem to be in a pressing need of
their women. He believes that women were created to be nurturers for their children and
for men. Therefore, in his plays, O’Neill creates patriarchal worlds into which women fit
only by assuming these narrow roles.
O’Neill’s main motivation in writing plays about families was his bitter
experiences with his own family. In fact, many critics consider him an autobiographical
writer because most ofhis plays deal with issues that he personally experienced either
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with his parents and siblings or with his wives. O’Neill’s plays were written from an
intensely personal point ofview, emerging directly from the terrible effects ofhis
family’s tragic relationships. However, O’Neill’s terrible relationships with his three
wives influenced his writings tremendously. All three marriages ended with divorce.
The failure ofO’Neill’s three relationships is the result of his conventional views of the
role women should play. He demanded complete devotion, which was beyond what his
wives would tolerate. He wanted his wives to play the roles that served him such as
mother/wife, a housewife or a secretary. These views reflect the conventional patriarchal
rules which deem women inferior to men. However, none ofhis wives tolerated him for
a long time. All of them refused to be owned by anybody, choosing to free themselves
and live their own lives. O’Neill never blamed himself for the failure of any ofhis
marriages; instead, he always blamed his wives and many ofhis works show how
women’s reluctance to comply with their conventional husbands’ rules causes the ruin of
their marriages.
This study examines the marital relationship and the reasons for its failure. The
first chapter focuses on O’Neill’s male characters who tend to conform to conventional
patriarchal rules. It explains the pressures placed on them by the dictates of a patriarchal
society. These dictates prohibit marriage between aristocratic males and women on a
lower social-economic scale. Another patriarchal rule that conventional males conform
to is their obligation to dominate their wives. This chapter shows how O’Neill portrays
women as inferior to men by giving them a status that is lower than their husbands’.
While O’Neill portrays his male characters as aristocratic, intellectual, intelligent, and
educated, he depicts women as ignorant, poor and lower in social class. Thus, O’Neill
gives his male characters the power and status that qualify them to enslave their wives.
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The second chapter concentrates on O’Neill’s female characters and their attitudes
towards their conventional and domineering husbands. It also focuses on the connection
between women’s unwillingness to obey the patriarchal rules and the destructive effects
of their attitudes on their relationships with their husbands. O’Neill portrays his female
characters as victimizers of their husbands and destroyers of their families due to their
reluctance to abide by the patriarchal rules; he thus holds them responsible for the tragic
consequences ofhis characters’ marriages. This chapter shows O’Neill’s sympathetic
attitude towards his male characters. Through analyzing two ofhis submissive female
characters, this chapter explains how these women reflect O’Neill’s image of the type of
women who, relatively speaking, succeed with their husbands. This chapter contains a
thorough study of two types ofwomen: providers and destroyers. The providers are the
women who comply with their prescribed roles as wives and mothers to their husbands.
The destroyers are the ones whom O’Neill portrays negatively as nagging, disobedient,
and unfriendly. Through discussing many critics, this chapter will focus on how the male
characters reflect O’Neill’s conventional views about women. The ultimate purpose of
this chapter is to show how women’s success in their marriage relationships, which is
measured by not getting divorced, yet is conditioned by their acceptance of their domestic
prescribed roles.
CHAPTER TWO
THE IMPACT OF SOCIAL CONVENTIONS ON
THE MARITAL RELATIONSHIP
Writing plays about families occupied Eugene O'Neill's mind for a long period of
time. In these plays he was concerned with the relationships between family members,
especially the husband/wife relationship. Many ofhis plays discuss the problems and
difficulties which negatively impact the relationship between spouses from social and
psychological perspectives. Marriages in many ofO'Neill's plays often end tragically,
either by suicide or separation of the spouses after suffering a miserable relationship.
Due to his miserable personal experiences, Eugene O'Neill seems to believe that it is
always the woman's fault that her family suffers. To him the woman is always
responsible for any tragedy that might happen to any member ofher family; her children
or her husband. But, when we study O'Neill's female characters, we find out that it is not
the wife that causes the tragic end of the marriage. Many ofhis plays show that
marriages often fail due to a husband’s inability to overcome the pressures to conform to
social conventions.
Many ofO'Neill's plays show that marriages fail due to the social conventions that
dictate that husbands not marry women from lower socio-economic status. Husbands
cannot overcome the pressures placed on them by society if they do not conform to these
conventions. In O'Neill's Before Brealrfast and A Touch of the Poet, both women come
from a class that is lower than their husbands', and both were involved in intimate
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relationships before marriage. The wife's lower socio-economic status meant nothing to
the couple before marriage; it seemed unimportant when their love overwhelmed their
social consciousness. However, the difference in social class becomes a serious problem
after they get married. In A Touch ofthe Poet, Cregan, Con Melody’s old fnend and
cousin, tells Maloy, the bartender, that Con Melody, the protagonist, "married her [Nora]
because he'd fallen in love with her. Nora was as pretty a girl as you'd find in a year's
travel, and he'd come bitter lonely" (187). His marriage, however, soon becomes a heavy
burden on him. Aftermarriage he becomes aware of the bitter truth that his wife is from a
lower socio-economic status. This truth puts Con Melody under social pressures because
he becomes subject to criticism from people around him. Cregan tells Maloy that
although Con Melody loved his wife, he "was ashamed ofher in his pride" because" her
folks were only ignorant peasants on his estate, as poor as poor" (187).
However, marriage is a different story because it is governed by social rules that
men cannot ignore. O’Neill’s society consisted ofmany social classes, high, middle and
low. Each of these classes had its own customs and traditions that no one would ignore.
Con Melody sees Simon's love for his daughter, Sara, to be exactly like his. Simon is a
young man from a high social class and his love of Sara seems to be a repetition ofCon
Melody's love ofNora in the old days. He tells Sara that because he respects Simon very
much, he will not ignore thematter and "let him commit himself irrevocably to what
could only bring him disgust and bitterness, and ruin to all his dreams" (242). He says to
her, "Young Harford needs to be saved from himself. I can understand his physical
infatuation. You are pretty. So was your mother pretty once. But marriage is another
matter. The man who would be the ideal husband for you, from a standpoint of conduct
and character, is Mickey Maloy, my bartender" (243). Con Melody strongly believes that
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it would be wise for Sara to marry a bartender because a bartender is usually from a low
socio-economic status, which matches Sara’s. This shows that Con Melody realizes that
his marriage with Nora, a woman ofworking class heritage, is a mistake. This bad
experience made him suffer. He does not want his daughter to go through such
experiences. Because Sara and Simon love each other, they are not aware of the social
pressures that will later interfere in their life and ultimately ruin it. Con Melody, having
learned a lesson the hard way, is aware of all this. When Con Melody advises Sara to
stay away from Simon, she rejects his advice and even insults him. But, Con Melody
keeps advising her when he says, "Of course, if you trick Harford in getting you with
child, I could not refusemy consent. No, by God, even then, when I remembermy own
experience. I'll be damned if I could with a good conscience advise him to marry you”
(243). For Con Melody, the social pressures are more powerful than the passion of love.
He now believes that love is a temporary powerful feeling that easily collapses under the
pressures of social conventions. Con Melody now feels that his marriage isolated him
from his people because he broke from their traditions and conventions. The feeling of
detachment is a continuous source ofmisery and pressure to him.
Con Melody’s bitterness about his marriage is apparent. His marriage is not
approved by people around him, and he immediately starts to receive criticism from
everybody. To justify his mistake, he claims that Nora's pregnancy with his child forced
him, as a man ofhonor, to save her from the disgrace that it would have brought her had
he not married her. Con Melody, when drunk, complains that the priests "tricked him
into marrying her" (187). Cregan refutes Con Melody's argument because "it's little Con
Melody cared what they said;" Besides, "Nothing ever made him do anything, except
himself (187). This suggests that Con Melodymarried Nora out ofhis free will.
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Moreover, Con Melody says that he married Nora out ofhonor only when he is drunk.
He is unaware ofwhat he says because he is under the influence of alcohol. Con
Melody's false justification for his rash marriage suggests that he has inner conflict. In
fact, he is tom between his love for his wife and his strong commitment to conforming to
the social conventions that prohibit marriage between men and women from different
socio-economic statuses.
We notice in O’Neill’s plays that husbands from high social classes who marry
women of lower classes suffer from social pressures which make them regret their
marriages. They tend to see their wives as a source ofmisery rather than a source of
happiness and stability. This is seen in Con Melody's military missions in Portugal and
Spain along with his love affairs with the noblewomen there, which created a wide gap
between him and his wife and changed any noble feelings he once had for her. This
shows that Con Melody tries to comfort himselfbecause he has inner suffering caused by
his marriage. He always tries to stay away from his wife. Unhappy, Con Melody keeps
remembering his happy past and uses alcohol as a way to avoid reality, especially now
that he is surrounded only by his wife, daughter, and a group ofcommon Irish laborers.
With these people around, ConMelody feels lonely because none of them appreciates
poetry as he does. Due to his marriage. Con Melody finds himself surrounded by
ordinary people with whom he can never get along. At O’Neill’s time, education was
looked at as something that belonged only to the aristocrats, especially the males. The
lower social class, especially women was neglected by society. Females at the time were
not allowed the right to education, which created ignorant women who could not express
themselves freely. Patriarchal society did not consider men and women as equal. We
can see this in the relationship between Con Melody and Nora. The social rules that
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prohibit any serious relationship between a man and a woman who belong to different
social classes ultimately reduced Con Melody’s love for Nora. To him, this relationship
is the reason behind his suffering and finally his descending to a lower socio-economic
status.
From Nora's perspective, hermarriage is a tragedy because Con Melody never
regards her as more than an ignorant and naive peasant. Actually, Con Melody did have
a good relationship with Nora before marriage, but his concern to conforming to social
conventions turns him against his wife, whom he begins to view as a source ofpressure
and suffering. Therefore, he starts to feel ashamed ofher in front of rich and educated
people. He disrespects and degrades her and treats her as inferior to him. Furthermore,
repulsion overwhelms his relationship with her particularly when it concerns the way she
dresses, talks, and behaves. Whenever they get close to each other, he instantly gets
overwhelmed with revulsion, which is apparent throughout his reactions, words, and
facial expressions. He always criticizes her; he says to her, "why don't you wash your
hair?” He shouts at her with disgust: "It [Nora’s hair] turns my stomach with its stink of
onions and stew!" (202). After marriage. Con Melody's eyes open to issues he was not
aware ofbefore. This results in a complete turn in his feelings towards his wife.
Nora is fully aware of the disgrace that was brought to her husband as a result of
their marriage. She is well aware that she belongs to a lower socio-economic status than
does Con Melody, which is a bitter truth for her. Nora realizes Con Melody's attitude
towards her and their marriage and surprisingly understands and forgives him. Through
her love and forgiving attitudes, which stem from her kindheartedness, she thinks that she
can alleviate her husband's agony. Nora believes that love is a noble feeling and has a
great power; she says, "If all the fires ofhell was between you, you'd walk in them Gladly
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to be with him, and sing with joy at your own burning, Ifonly his kiss was on your
mouth! That's love, and I'm Proud I've known the great sorrow and joy of it" (193).
However, we can notice that Nora’s grammar and syntax clearly reflect her peasantry.
Con Melody’s poetic language completely differs from Nora’s. This might be a source of
embarrassment for Con Melody in front of educated people. Although Nora’s grammar
and syntax reflect her poor education. Con Melody fails to see Nora’s intellectual depth,
which we notice in her poetic words. The fact that Nora is from a low social class is a
stigma that she cannot avoid even if she has intellectual depth.
Nora understands her husband's suffering for the loss ofhis high status in society
as it was in the past, especially because the new life is completely different. With only
ignorant people of a lower social class around him, it is not likely that he will receive
much criticism. With these people he can stay away from the social pressures which
might be placed on him if they were aristocrats. Yet he also longs to be near the
aristocrats, for he needs to prove to himself that he is one of them. He “had never been
accepted at home by the gentry, yet he 'cons' himself that he belongs to the elite, even
now, when his fortunes have faded” (Sheaffer 449). This shows how important it is for
Con Melody to be with his own people, the aristocrats. It is difficult for him to live in
such an atmosphere, with only low class people around him. He finds himself forced to
stay away from the aristocrats in order to avoid criticism and social pressures.
Understanding all this, Nora pities her husband and tries everything to make him
happy and satisfied. Knowing that his pride will never allow him to work in the inn or
any other place, Nora neither blames him for not working nor bothers him with the
financial burdens. Con Melody always remembers his happy past and feels the bitterness
of losing the privileges that he once enjoyed as a general. Now that he is reduced to a
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common man, he tries to maintain his old status as an aristocrat, but this status is false.
He does this by keeping a mare, which is probably the only memoir of his past happy
days. Nora understands the importance of the mare to Con Melody so she accepts the
presence of it though they cannot afford to feed it. Nora struggles a lot and tries her best
to take care of everything herself. Consequently, she gets so exhausted with the
continuous hard work that she looks much older than she really is.
In O’Neill's Before Breakfast, the disparity in the spouses’ circumstances leads to
a similar situation as in Con Melody and Nora's relationship. The thrust of this work tells
the tale ofAlfred, heir to a millionaire father, and his wife, a woman whose father is a
grocer. Their relationship is troubled because there is a gap between the couple. This
gap is the result of the difference in socio-economic status of the spouses. Mrs. Rowland
is fully aware of this difference between her husband and her. She believes that this is
what made her husband treat her with disrespect regardless ofwhat she does for him.
She tells him, "you never did have any gratitude for what I've done" (396). Even though
she works all day sewing, he does not appreciate this. She does her best to support him
but he never helps her. She encourages him to get a job, but he is too arrogant to do any
kind ofmanual labor. Writing poetry is the only a hobby he does. This is because he
belongs to an aristocratic family. He believes that she is his servant because she belongs
to a lower socio-economic status. Even at home he does not display any respect. On
many occasions Mrs. Rowland comes home from work to find her house in disarray due
to his carelessness. She comes home once to find many cigarette butts everywhere so she
gets furious at Alfred. Mrs. Rowland tells him, "look at the mess you've made of this
floor—cigarette butts and ashes all over the place. Why can't you put them on a plate?
No, you wouldn't be considerate enough to do that. You never think ofme" (395). The
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Rowlands’ relationship is another case ofmismatch, as the relationship between Nora and
Con Melody, because both Alfred and his wife did not study each other before they got
married. Theirmarriage is based on mere physical attraction. Their ways of thinking
about life is not similar; they see things from differing perspectives. Actually, Alfred’s
father (an older, wiser man) did not approve of this marriage initially, because he can see
things through the eyes ofhis mind not being influenced by emotions.
Because Mrs. Rowland belongs to a lower socio-economic status, her husband
never considers her as his wife. He shares little ofhis time with her. She asks him,
"What has our marriage been. I'd like to know? [...] you certainly never wasted any of
your time on your wife" (397). Mr. Rowland considers his marriage a mistake because
he did not choose the right person. For him and his family, the right person does not
mean the good-hearted, nice-looking, loving, and faithful wife, but the wife who belongs
to a social class that is equal to his. Instead ofbeing proud ofhis wife, Mr. Rowland
feels ashamed in front ofhis people. This applies to Con Melody who feels ashamed of
his peasant wife in front ofother people. The wives ofboth Alfred and Con Melody are a
source of embarrassment to them. This is because both men are thoroughly committed to
social conventions. Mrs. Rowland feels that her spouse is not proud ofbeing married to
her because ofher low familial backgrounds; she tells him, "I suppose you thought I'd
ought to be glad you were honorable enough to marry me—after gettingme into trouble.
You were ashamed ofme with your fine fnends becausemy father's only a grocer" (395).
Mr. Rowland never looks at the deeper value of things, but merely takes them at face
value. His wife is faithful to him, but he is not aware of this. What matters for him is
society's opinion ofher. Mr. Rowland believes he should be pitied for having such a
wife. His wife says to him, "You hoped every one'd think you'd been forced to marry me.
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and pity you, didn't you?" (395). Mr. Rowland's dilemma resembles Con Melody's. Both
are committed to social conventions, and this causes negative changes in their feelings
towards their wives.
Conforming to social conventions is the main concern for these husbands. In A
Touch of the Poet and Before Brealfast, the wives prove that they are good and faithful,
but their husbands never appreciate them due to their lower socio-economic statuses. For
such husbands, social standards are what matters and not the good qualities their wives
have.
Husbands tend to conform to another social convention which encourages males
to dominate their females. Society, especially during the 1920s and 1930s, considered
men superior to women. Women at the time had subordinate roles. Women were
expected to comply with these rules, which dictated that their main role in their families
was to be servants to their husbands. O'Neill seems to believe that a woman should
completely submit to her husband and dedicate her entire life to support him. He resents
a woman’s having an independent life. O'Neill "demanded much from a wife. She must
be a passionate lover, a mother, housekeeper, and a secretary as well. She must be
entirely devoted to him and his ideals. Agnes Boulton, O’Neill’s second wife, did not
measure up to these standards" (Coolidge 132). O’Neill was greatly influenced by the
patriarchal notions ofhis society at that time. Women were considered inferior to men;
therefore, society placed on them many constrictions and limitations. Women had
limited roles in life that they were forced to perform, housekeeping, childbearing or any
role that serves a man. In other words, women were considered servants to men. Women
were denied freedom of expression and independence of thought. Society denied them
their rights in proper education. Moreover, women were disfranchised. Society tended to
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suppress women’s personalities.
It is apparent that all of these ideas influenced O’Neill’s personal life and literary
life as well. His relationship with his first wife, Kathleen, was negatively influenced by
these patriarchal ideas which gave the male complete authority to control women.
Women were always expected to bow to the husband’s authority. O’Neill expected
Kathleen to obey him and devote her life to his service. He expected her to find her
existence in him. As a sensitive artist, O'Neill needed love, support, devotion, and
appreciation for his work and efforts as a writer. The researcher comes to realize this
when we learn that O'Neill was "one of those writers whose work was a terrible
emotional drain and whose writing was a constant strain" (Coolidge 158). Since he
believed in the importance of his work, "he wanted to be coddled, waited upon and
obeyed" explains Gelb (298). Actually, he needed his wife to perform two roles at the
same time, a mother and a wife. Furthermore, he wanted his wife to "find her exclusive
reason for existence" in him and in his work (Gelb 298). Kathleen failed to understand
his needs and also Agnes, O’Neill’s second wife, was unable to understand his needs too
and, as a result, she could not help her spouse much. Coolidge says that Agnes’s problem
was her inability, to "consider a famous playwright as a special sort ofhuman being,"
(158) which resulted in her failure to understand his desperate need for her.
Consequently, she did not dedicate herself to O’Neill’s needs because she believed that
she had her own life and career just like he had his. From her point of view, this made
her feel equal to him and thus "entitled her to live her sort of life as O'Neill was to live
his," (Gelb 298) even if this was not acceptable to him. Unlike her unsociable husband,
she enjoyed communication with people. She used to invite many ofher friends but
O'Neill used to feel detached from them. So, her inability to measure up to his standards
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ofdevotion grew unbearable.
As an autobiographical playwright, O’Neill expressed his inner agony in his
plays. He wrote about his suffering caused by his wife in Before Breakfast, A Touch of
the Poet, and Welded. Welded describes his on-and-off relationship with Agnes. So, it
was written in "an attempt.. .to come to terms with the conflict between him and Agnes"
(Sheaffer 100). It is "another autobiographical expression—ofwhat O'Neill desired,
indeed expected, in his marital relationship with Agnes Boulton: the complete
submergence of a woman's individuality to the dominant male" (Floyd 35).
In Welded, protagonist Michael Cape, who represents O'Neill himself, tries to
impose his views ofmarriage on his wife, Eleanor. Conforming to social conventions
requires that he dominate his wife. He wants her to obey his rules and do whatever he
wishes. For him, Eleanor is something that he possesses. He considers her as something
that belongs only to him. This means that she is not allowed to have a free will. Cape
demands that she completely renounce the outside world in order to live only for him and
with him; nothing matters but each other. His "ideal" is to become "one and invisible"
with her (Sheaffer 75). He believes that their union should be sufficient to make them
happy. Michael expresses his views to her when he says: “You and I, year after year
together—forms ofbody merging into one form; rhythm of our lives beating against each
other, forming slowly the one rhythm—the life ofUs—created by us! Beyond us, above us
[...] I've become you. You've become me! One heart! One blood! Ours!” (239). Louis
Sheaffer points out that this is similar to what O'Neill had told Agnes before they got
married. He told her that "I [ONeill] wanted you [Agnes] alone [...] in an aloneness
broken by nothing. Not even by children of our own [...]! want it to be not you and not
me, but as, one being, not two" (4).
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Eleanor is aware of the fact that Michael tries to impose his will on her. He wants
her to accept his views without question. Actually, Eleanor wants to have her own free
will and her own views about everything. Like Agnes, Eleanor does not get along with
her spouse because she does not share her husband's views. She believes that
communicating with the outside world does not affect their union. She thinks it is
Michael's selfishness that requires that she be something that he owns alone. Michael’s
insistence on denying the outside world is what triggers the feelings of hatred in her. She
complains that they have demanded too much of each other. She says that the result is
that "now there's nothing left but that something which can't give itself And 1 blame you
[Michael] for this, because I can neither take more nor give more and blameme, and then
we fight" (239). Michael becomes an unbearably possessive husband. Michael's attempt
to possess everything including Eleanor's soul compels her to fight for herself Eleanor
feels that her husband dominates her; she complains: “I feel being crushed. I feel a cruel
presence in you paralyzing me, creeping overmy body, possessing it so it's no longermy
body—then grasping at some last inmost thing which makes me me—my soul—demanding
to have that too! I have to rebel with all my strength—seize any pretext” (243). The
pretext comes in the form of a knock at the door. John, their fnend, comes to see Eleanor
in order to get some news about Michael's play. She admits later that "the knock on the
door was liberation" (244).
In Michael’s patriarchal society Eleanor loses her freedom. This society gives
Michael full authority to control his wife. But freedom and independence are so dear to
her that she fights for them. From here emerges the spouses' conflict. Eleanor feels the
importance of the outer world because it gives her independence and freedom. Her
marriage is more like a prison in which she comes second in life and in her work. She
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complains:
You insist I have no life at all outside you. Even my work must exist only
as an echo of yours. You hate my need of easy, casual associations. You
think that weakness. You hate my friends. You're jealous ofeverything
and everybody, {resentfully) I have to fight. You're too severe. Your ideal
is too inhuman. (244)
Eleanor's friends are so important to her because they represent her chance to win her
freedom and independence. Michael always tries to isolate her from the outside world so
that she would not have a chance to own herself But, she rebels and fights for her
freedom. This also applies to Mrs. Rowland in Before Brealfast. Her pride in herself and
her family makes her stand up to her husband and fight. For her, belonging to a high
social class is not the major factor that determines the quality of a person. Although her
husband belongs to a high social class, she tells him that this does not give him the right
to control her and treat her as his servant. She tells him, "You can't bully me with your
superior airs any longer" (396). Mrs. Rowland's power stems from her pride in herself
and her family. Although her husband is a descendent of an aristocratic family, he proves
to be a bad person. She says to him, "You, the millionaire Rowland's only son, the
Harvard graduate, the poet, the catch of the town—Huh! {with bitterness) there wouldn't
be many of them now envy my catch if they knew the truth" (395). Michael Cape loves
his wife; this is clear in the play. But, his concern with conforming to the social
conventions that require him to dominate his wife is deep. Michael is a conventional
husband exactly like Con Melody and Mr. Rowland. These husbands' deep concern for
social conventions creates points of disagreement between them and their wives and
makes their lives with their wives miserable. In A Touch of the Poet, Nora cannot
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tolerate being degraded and disrespected by her spouse for a trivial reason, from her
perspective. Con Melody's perspective is different, which creates an emotional
separation and even gradual hatred between them. In Welded, the couple love each other,
but what creates a gap between them is Michael's deep interest in controlling his wife and
imposing his opinions on her. This causes her to fight for her freedom and independence,
making their lives full ofmutual conflict and hatred. In other plays for O'Neill, such
attitudes from husbands lead to what is worse than just emotional separation and hatred.
They might lead to suicide. This is what happens to Mrs. Baldwin in Recklessness.
Mr. Baldwin is a conventional dominant husband. He always tries to impose his
will on his wife and he does not even allow her to go outside. His treatment ofher
suggests that he believes that he owns her. We can see this master-slave relationship in
many situations. On Mr. Baldwin's coming back from his fun trip, he asks his wife "And
how has the fairest of the fair been while her lord has been on the broad highway?" (59).
The choice of "her lord" indicates the way he views his wife. Mrs. Baldwin confirms this
view when she complains that her husband does not treat her as a wife, but as a precious
possession or an object; she says, "He has looked upon me as his plaything, the slave of
his pleasure, a pretty toy to be exhibited that others might envy him his ownership" (58).
He considers her as one ofhis beautiful cars which he can control any way he likes.
O'Neill's choice of calling Mr. Baldwin’s wife Mrs. Baldwin throughout the play
in spite of the fact that she has her own name, Mildred, implies that she is a property of
her husband. She admits to her lover that “Mr. Baldwin has been kind to me - in his way.
He has given me everything I've asked for without a word - more than I ever asked for.
He hasn't known what the word 'husband' ought to mean but he's been a very considerate
'owner.' Let us give him credit for that" (58). It is clear then that Mr. Baldwin's
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understanding ofmarriage is completely different from Mildred's. Mildred views
marriage as a bond that must be based on mutual love and respect, whereas her husband
views marriage as a form ofownership. Mr. Baldwin's view stems from his belief in the
importance of conforming to the social conventions that press husbands to dominate their
wives.
This disagreement between Mildred and her husband makes her life miserable and
finally she commits suicide. Before she commits suicide, Mildred tries to find same
relief from her miserable life in her chauffeur, who becomes her lover. When her
husband causes her lover’s death, she gives up hope and commits suicide as a last resort
to win her freedom.
Thus, in O'Neill's plays, we see that husbands' concern with conforming to social
conventions can have destructive effects on their relationships with their wives. Wives
who want to be respected, appreciated, loved and given freedom ofexpression can never
get along with such conventional husbands. Social conventions require that these
husbands never marry women who are from lower socio-economic statuses and also
require them to dominate their wives on the basis that men are superior to women in this
patriarchal system. When women reject these rules, conflicts arise between spouses,
which ultimately lead to incompatibility, emotional separation, hatred or even suicide.
CHAPTER THREE
WOMEN’S CHALLENGE OF THE PATRIARCHAL RULES AND ITS
EFFECT ON THEIR RELATIONSHIPS WITH THEIR SPOUSES
In many ofhis plays, Eugene O’Neill creates male characters who have a higher
status than women in terms of social class, level of education, financial abilities, and
intellectual powers. He seems to feel that husbands have the right to impose their wills
on their wives. We can rarely find a play by O’Neill in which a woman is more educated
or higher in class than her husband. For example, in Before Breakfast, A Touch of the
Poet, Beyond the Horizon, Welded and Servitude, O’Neill portrays male characters as
having superior intellectual powers; they are either poets or writers. On the other hand,
he portrays female characters as uneducated and naive. In addition, female characters in
the aforementioned plays are lower in social class than their spouses. When we read
O’Neill’s plays, we notice that he often tends to create excuses formen who mistreat
their wives. Whether men’s domineering treatment ofwomen stems from their concern
for conforming to social conventions or their actual belief in the necessity to dominate
their wives, the ultimate results show that O’Neill does give men the authority to
dominate their wives. There is no doubt that O’Neill is biased against women. We can
hardly find a play where O’Neill seems to blame men for anything tragic that happens.
O’Neill believed that women should completely submit to their husbands. O’Neill
once stated that “The role a woman should play is that of sacrifice to herman” (qtd. in
Torrey 168). Torrey argues that 0‘Neiirs personal belief about women’s inferiority to
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men “may be why his imagination produces so many women who have no other desires
than to do just that [make such sacrifices]” (168). Nora, the wife ofCon Melody,
epitomizes this sacrificial role in A Touch ofthe Poet. She answers her daughter, Sara,
who criticizes her mother’s devotion to her husband. Con Melody, who is Sara’s father:
“It’s little you know of love.. .It’s when, if all the fires ofhell was between you, you’d
walk in them gladly to be with him.. .That’s love and I am proud I’ve known the great
sorrow and joy of it” (193). Nora gets little appreciation from her husband and obviously
she does not seem to expect much. The emotional coimection between them is almost
entirely one-sided.
Josie ofA Moonfor theMisbegotten is another woman who bears the whole
burden ofher relationship with her husband, Jamie. And similar to both Nora and Josie,
Evelyn of The Iceman Cometh, Mrs. Cabot, in Desire Under the Elms, Mary Tyrone of
Long Day’s Journey into Night, and Alice ofServitude all devote themselves to their
husbands. Moreover, none of these women gets rewarded for her devotion to her
husband. On the contrary, these women pay a high price, ranging from being tormented
and humiliated to being murdered by their husbands who act more like their masters.
This becomes obvious in all the works mentioned: Mrs. Cabot, in Desire Under the Elms,
dies of fatigue because of overwork to which Ephraim Cabot pushes her. Likewise, Nora
ofA Touch ofthe Poet looks exhausted and older than she is due to overwork. All that
Evelyn, in The Iceman Cometh, gets in return for her devotion to her husband, Hickey, is
resentment and murder. Josie, in A Moon for theMisbegotten, also suffers considerably
because ofher husband. Mary Tyrone, in Long Day’s Journey into Night, becomes
addicted to morphine because of her husband. Roylston ofServitude does not appreciate
his wife Alice’s help and support, all ofwhich made him a famous person; instead, he
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treats her badly and also cheats on her with other women.
Ifone considers O’Neill’s portrayals of characters in his plays as purveyors ofhis
own beliefs, it seems that O’Neill believes that the natural role a woman should play is to
be servant to her master, her husband. The length of the life ofmarriages in O’Neill’s
works is conditioned by the degree ofwoman’s submission and devotion to her husband.
O’Neill seems, then, to consider women the source ofany potential disagreement that
might arise between spouses. Therefore, in order for a woman to maintain a successful
relationship with her husband, shemust accept her assigned role as man’s servant. She
must suppress her individuality. Failure to abide by these patriarchal rules will result in
O’Neill’s holding women responsible for the deterioration of their relationships with their
spouses. That is, O’Neill portrays women who rebel against their husbands as destroyers
of their families. Many ofO’Neill’s plays show that women’s reluctance to comply with
the patriarchal rules causes failure of their relationships with their husbands.
Mrs. Rowland ofBefore Brealrfast shows the epitome of rebellion against the
patriarchal rules. Although she knows that she belongs to a lower social class than her
husband, she refuses to relinquish her will. Being from a low social class does not thwart
Mr. Rowland’s hopes in self-actualization. This we notice in her refusal to be exploited
by her husband. Therefore, she never agrees to sacrifice herself to her husband.
Actually, Mrs. Rowland finds herself restricted to one role with her husband, to be a
mother in the form ofwife. That is, she has to provide a perfectly comfortable
atmosphere for her husband, including housekeeping and financial support.
Through the one-sided conversation with her husband, Mrs. Rowland tells us how
long she bore the burden of being Alfred Rowland’s wife. We can infer that she suffered
for a long time until she could not tolerate it any more. Mr. Rowland knows quite well
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that he and his wife are pressed for money, but he never does anything to solve this
problem. Instead of finding a solution, he makes things worse by wasting the money that
his wife earns drinking alcohol and having affairs with other women, content with seeing
his wife working and bringing money for him to waste while he stays at home writing
poetry. At one point in the work, Mrs.Rowland even says to him, “You never did have
any gratitude for what I’ve done” (296). Mr. Rowland considers her as his servant, not
his wife; that is why he does not need to express his gratitude to her. He tries to take
advantage ofher because she belongs to a lower social class. But Mrs. Rowland does her
best to maintain her relationship with her husband. She also tries to make clear for him
that she is doing something regarding their financial problems. She complains, “Heaven
knows I do my part - going out to sew every day while you play the gentleman and loaf
around with that good-for-nothing artists from the Square” (393). She wants to make him
aware ofher contribution in the house. She tells him, “All we got this morning is bread
and butter and coffee; and you wouldn’t even have that if it wasn’t forme sewingmy
fingers off’ (394). She also says, “I know you too well - better than you think I do - you
and your goings-on. I know a lot of things, my dear. Never mind what I know, now. I’ll
tell you before I go, you needn’t worry” (394). This shows that she is aware of the fact
that her husband takes advantage ofher.
Mrs. Rowland is not the type ofwoman who would accept the conventional role
ofhousewife. She has her own job, sewing. Her job represents a part ofher identity,
which strengthens her belief in herself as equal to her husband. Although Altfed believes
that she is inferior to him, Mrs. Rowland feels proud of her family. She says to him, “I
suppose you thought I’d ought to be glad you were honorable enough to marry me - after
getting me into trouble. You were ashamed ofme with your fine friends because my
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father is only a grocer. At least he’s honest, which is more than anyone could say about
yours” (395). In spite of the fact that Mrs. Rowland is not educated, she criticizes his
writings: “All you do is moon around all day writing silly poetry and stories that no one
will buy” (393). But Mr. Rowland considers his wife an ignorant woman because she is
not as highly educated as he is and also because she does not have taste for his poetry,
which she considers silly. In his mind, he is superior for he is a Harvard graduate and a
poet, while his wife has nothing to do with poetry. This does not lower her morale. She
stands up to him because she believes in her self-worth. Despite the fact that she is harsh
in her criticism ofher husband, Mrs. Rowland deserves respect for her strength and
endurance, and also for being a practical and down-to-earth woman.
Mrs. Rowland’s rebellion against her husband goes past mere criticism ofhis
actions, it mounts to humiliating verbal insults. She wants to get her husband to be a
more responsible person. She shouts at him, “For heaven’s sake, shave! You’re
disgusting! You look like a tramp. No wonder no one will give you a job. I don’t blame
them when you don’t even look half-way decent” (394). She seems to be ruthless and
disrespectful to her husband when she tells him to get money in any way even ifhe has to
steal it; she says to him, “You’ll have to get money today some place. I can’t do it all.
You’ve got to come to your senses. You’ve got to beg, borrow, or steal it somewhere”
(393). Mrs. Rowland wouldn’t have treated him this way had he shown some responsible
attitudes.
O’Neill portrays Mrs. Rowland as a ruthless and nasty monster. He seems to
sympathize with Alfred, whom he portrays as a helpless and taciturn man. What suggests
his sympathy for Alfred is that Alfred does not try to defend himself against his ruthless
wife. O’Neill portrays him as a defenseless man who finally falls victim to his wife.
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This fact is implied in Alfred’s cutting his throat while shaving. It is his wife that asks
him to shave, thus suggesting that she is the one who triggers his death. The fact that he
obeys his wife and shaves indicates that Mrs. Rowland announces her victory over the
patriarchal rules. This is even a reversal of these rules. Mrs. Rowland dares to violate
the natural rules which dictate that it is the woman who is supposed to obey her husband
and not the opposite.
O’Neill expects the reader to sympathize with Alfred and see him as a victim. He
portrays Mrs. Rowland as materialistic and inhumane. But, ifwe look at things from
another perspective, we might disagree with O’Neill who is definitely biased against Mrs.
Rowland. O’Neill portrays a negative image ofher. He portrays her as an evil, heartless
character, evidenced by her ill treatment ofher husband; thus, O’Neill conveys to his
audience a dark picture of this woman. However, O’Neill’s portrayal ofMrs. Rowland is
negative and unrealistic, which indicates his hostile attitudes to women. O’Neill seems to
be biased against Mrs. Rowland because his depiction ofher as an evil and materialistic
person is so severe.
Mrs. Rowland does not seem to be as bad as he portrays her. We can look at Mrs.
Rowland as a practical person rather than materialistic. This is because she wants her
husband to get money so that they can survive. Actually, both of them are in a financial
crisis, especially since the rent of their house is due and the landlord might evict them.
Mrs. Rowland is perceptive enough while her husband is an irresponsible person because
he spends the money she earns on drinking and going out with bad women. In addition,
he is a careless and lazy person. We can view her insults to her husband as a way to
make him wake up and understand the bad situation they have ended up in. She says to
him, “You’ve got to come to your senses” (393). She also defends herself; she says, “All
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your friends know about your unhappy marriage. I know they pity you, but they don’t
know my side of it. They’d talk different if they did” (398). Mrs. Rowland leaves it to
the audience to judge whether her husband deserves the way she treats him or not.
Thus, Mrs. Rowland’s relationship with her husband fades due to her refusal to
submit to him. She bravely chooses to assert herself and be free. O’Neill believes that
the husband/wife relationship succeeds if a woman devotes herself to her husband. Doris
Nelson argues:
Characters in the plays reflect O’Neill's personal life ..., representing the
various aspects of love, comfort, and support that he needed from women
and perhaps found in his third wife. Carlotta Monterey revealed how
O'Neill, during their courtship, never directly expressed his love for her,
but rather his strong need ofher. (6)
Men’s success in their professional lives depends on women’s neglecting their
needs and relinquishing their ambitions for the sake of fulfilling their husbands’ needs.
O’Neill married three times and in all three cases his wives divorced him because he
demanded too much from them. Jane Torrey argues that O’Neill “imprisoned his women
in the needs of theirmen because his own need for women was so great” (168). In fact,
he needed mothers in the form ofwives; women who can do both childbearing and
housekeeping. Jane Torrey also maintains that “O’Neill expects women to be mothers as
well as lovers and wives, it is only important that they be mothers to the man, not
necessarily his children” (169). This can be seen in O’Neill’s Desire Under the Elms
when Abbie, the wife ofEphraim Cabot, sacrifices her baby for the sake ofwinning his
father. Nothing explains Abbie’s heinous act except for the fact that she holds a belief
that in order for her to win Eben’s heart she has to devote her attention and care to him
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only and not his child. We can also see this in More StatelyMansions when Sara agrees
to send her children to their grandmother. She says to Simon, “Ah, the children! Not that
I don’t love them with all my heart. But they are not my lover and husband! You come
first” (299). Sara’s belief is similar to Abbie’s in the sense that both women realize the
importance ofbeing dedicated to their husbands and not anybody else including their
own dear ehildren.
O’Neill did not succeed in any ofhis three marriage relationships. His marriage
to his first wife, Kathleen Jenkins, was rocky from its beginning. Many biographers
described him as too severe in his treatment ofwomen because he demanded too much.
Kathleen had to relinquish her dreams and devote herself to him. Besides, O’Neill’s
writing career was very strenuous. What made him need more help and support from his
wives was his tuberculosis (or, as it was called in those days, eonsumption). His second
wife, Agnes Boulton, could not get along with him for the same reasons. Coolidge
argues that Agnes and Eugene “were not well mated” (184). He tried to make her aeeept
his way of life. O’Neill’s career made him prefer seclusion to social life. Agnes could
not stand this kind of life, so they separated. O’Neill’s last wife was Carlotta Monterey,
who devoted her life to his service for years. At that time, he was so siek that he could
not finish what he was working on, so he burned all the drafts of those unfinished pieces
ofwork. Carlotta, “whom O’Neill dubbed his mother, and wife and mistress and fnend,”
(Barlow 174) was the most faithful and helpful of his wives. But, she got exhausted and
depressed and could not stay with him any longer; so she left him to die alone in a motel.
O’Neill’s life seems to echo itself in his plays repeatedly. Mrs. Rowland is not the
only female character whose dilemma resembles that ofO’Neill’s wives. Ruth ofBeyond
the Horizon is also burdened by her marriage. Like Alfred Rowland, Ruth’s husband.
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Robert Mayo, is an intellectual poet who is a descendent of a wealthy family. He is a
hypersensitive and dreaming poet who believes in the spiritual side of life. His wife is a
practical woman who does not share his views. She begins to view him as a failure who
cannot “Work and do things like other people” (616). Robert’s family depends on the
farm for a livelihood, so Ruth asks Robert many times to take care of the farm and
improve it by working hard. Robert does not take this matter seriously and starts to avoid
her. Manual labor is not the type ofwork that a poet can handle, so he leaves this type of
work to his wife whom he considers inferior to him in terms of intellectual abilities. But
Ruth does not accept this and tries to get her husband to take what she says seriously.
Ruth is embittered in hermarriage and she believes that she has been deceived.
She preferred Robert to his brother in spite ofhis sickness. Although she admired his
poetic personality when she first met him, she later finds out that her husband is a weak
man who is not good at anything but reading and writing poetry. He cannot work like
other people. Their farm deteriorates because ofhis weakness, which she hates very
much. Expressing her resentment ofhis laziness and carelessness, she says to him:
I hate the sight of you. Oh, if I’d only known! If I hadn’t been such a fool
to listen to your cheap, silly, poetry talk that you learned out ofbooks! If I
could have seen how you were in your true self- like you are now - I’d
have killed myselfbefore I’d have married you! I was sorry for it before
we’d been together a month, a month! (616)
Although Ruth is aware of the fact that she is from a poor background and not as
educated as Robert, she is self-confident enough and disregards this difference between
her husband and herself She does not consider level of education important in
determining her self-worth. She believes in the practical side of life. She insists on
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holding onto her beliefs because this is part ofher identity.
Ruth boldly stands up to her husband and manages to crush his arrogance by her
continuous nagging and insults. She even manages to make him lose his self-confidence.
She says to him:
What do you think - living with a man like you - having to suffer all the
time because you’ve never been man enough to work and do things like
other people. But no! You never own up to that. You think you’re so
much better than other folks, with your college education, where you
never learned a thing, and always reading your stupid books instead of
working. I suppose you think I ought to be proud to be your wife - a poor,
ignorant thing like me! {fiercely) But I’m not. I hate the sight of you.
(615-616)
With this address to her husband, Ruth makes it clear to him that she is not the kind of
woman who would accept being taken for granted. Her insults go so far as to question
his manhood. Ruth connects manhood to working hard. She does not consider reciting
poetry manly. With this, Ruth reveals her complete denial ofRobert’s personality and
identity. She refuses to accept her prescribed role, housekeeping and working in the
farm. She chooses to assert her personality by rebelling against her husband.
Ruth manages to destroy Robert’s pride by her continuous humiliation ofhim.
Her mockery and criticism are her means ofdegrading him so as to crush his feeling of
superiority and put him in a begging position. She always criticizes him for his laziness
and inability to run the farm. Although he tries to convince her that he is not cut out for
this kind ofwork, Ruth gives him no choice. He complains: “And my own very apparent
unfitness for the job, I was going to add; but you can’t deny there’s been bad luck to it.
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too. Why don’t you take things into consideration? Why can’t we pull together? We
used to. I know it is hard on you also” (612). She establishes a relationship with his
brother, Andrew, whom she finds a real practical man. Her relationship with Robert
turns into revulsion and disgust especially when she boldly reveals to him her love affair
with his brother. She says to him, “Andy’s coming back, don’t forget that! He’ll attend
to things like they should be. He’ll show what a man can do! I don’t need you. Andy’s
coming...! do love Andy, I do! I do! I always loved him. And he loves me! He loves me!
I know he does” (616).
We can infer that Ruth bore the burden ofher relationship with a careless and an
irresponsible person until she could not endure any more. She struggled and suffered a
lot before she turns into the ruthless woman she is. She reveals this in many occasions
throughout the play. This is what might be the justification for one’s sympathy with
Ruth.
Robert’s loss of his domination over his wife is a “sign of the spouses’ defiance of
the law ofnature” (Torrey 169). Robert’s decision to stay with his family and relinquish
his dreams and ambitions proves a big mistake. Bigspy states that Robert “betrayed his
creative gifts, abandoned his dreams, and subordinated his talents to the simple
determinants ofdaily existence” (134). O’Neill’s portrayal ofRobert’s mistake reveals
the fact that it is contrary to reason for a man to serve a woman because this is a reversal
of the usual. Jane Torrey argues:
Robert Mayo seems to reverse the pattern of the female sacrificing herself
for her man, since he gives up his dream ofgoing to sea to stay on the
farm and be a husband to Ruth and a father to their child, but the apparent
inversion of the pattern only confirms the pattern it inverts. Because he is
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a man, Robert’s dream is alien to the domesticity for which he sacrifices
it. Therefore, his sacrifice ofhis destiny for a woman is unnatural, and it
blights his marriage and his life, since as a result the farm fails, Robert and
his daughter die and consequently Ruth’s life is ruined. The lesson could
hardly be more clear: it is a man’s destiny to realize his nature, not to live
in service to a woman, and the penalty for defying this “law ofnature” is a
disaster. (169)
This shows that a woman’s defiance ofher husband mars the couple’s
relationship. Ruth’s choice to speak her mind courageously is an unforgivable mistake in
a patriarchal system. Husbands, who represent this system, deny women freedom of
expression by placing many limitations and restrictions on them. Men are the figures of
authority who manipulate women’s destiny. This male-dominated society does not allow
women to have freedom and independence of thought. Women’s failure to abide by
these rules often results in terrible consequences.
Nora ofA Touch ofthe Poet is the exact opposite ofMrs. Rowland and Ruth.
Nora does not seem to have her own individuality as is conveyed in the portrayal ofher
subservience to her husband. Falk describes her as a “forgiving and browbeaten Earth
Mother” (29). Due to the fact that she is from a social class that is lower than her
husband’s, she feels inferior. This stems from her feeling ofguilt towards her husband
because his marriage to her reduced him to a common person, when he once was an
aristocratic gentleman. She feels that the least she should do to her husband is to devote
herself to his service. To keep her husband happy, she adapts to her socially prescribed
role, homemaking and taking care ofhis old-fashioned tavern. Nora’s work in Con’s
tavern indicates her subordinate role. She does not have her own job that reflects her
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independent character. This means that she is an employee under Con Melody’s
command. She exists only to serve him. Con Melody, the former general in the army,
represents the commanding authority. He expects his wife to obey his orders without
arguing, exactly as he used to give orders to the officers who were lower in rank. Nora
does not seem to have her own personality.
Nora’s identity is overwhelmed by her sense of complete devotion to fulfilling her
husband’s needs and desires. Con Melody is still living in the illusions ofhis glorious
past. Through writing poetry, he tries to maintain his aristocratic status. Bowling states
that Con Melody’s “ability to recite poetry gives him pleasure and a distinct sense of
superiority” (44). Keeping the mare as a memoir ofhis happier past is another way to
keep his pride. Nora respects her husband’s needs and understands his dilemma. She
tries her best to help him maintain his pride. She takes care ofhis mare and feeds her
even though they need the money for more necessary things. Nora’s taking care of the
mare provokes Sara, her daughter; she says to her mother, “I might have known! The
mare comes first, if she takes the bread ofour mouths! The grand gentleman must have
his thoroughbred to ride out in state!” (191). Nora expresses her satisfaction with what
she does; she replies, “Where’s the harm? She’s his greatest pride. He’d be heartbroken
ifhe had to sell it” (191). Pleasing her husband is her first priority. She dedicates herself
to helping him overcome his agony. She relinquishes her needs for the sake of fulfilling
his. Nora is one ofO’Neill’s subservient women who “possess a nearly incredible
devotion to their men...more than seems humanly possible” (Torrey 168).
Ifwe compare, for example, Mrs. Rowland’s hostile attitudes towards her
husband to Nora’s compassion towards her spouse, we will find a huge difference.
Although both women are practical, their attitudes are different. Mrs. Rowland blames
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her husband directly for their financial crisis, while Nora never does. Actually, Nora
does not like anybody to bother her husband with bills; she says to Sara, “But Dickenson,
a shopkeeper to whom Con Melody is heavily indebted, was tormentin’ your father with
his feed bill for the mare” (191). Unlike Mrs. Rowland, Nora shows special concern for
her husband. Nora pays the debts and takes care of everything in order to make a perfect
and comfortable life for Con. While Mrs. Rowland always criticizes her husband’s
irresponsible behaviors and humiliates him through torrents ofverbal insults, Nora
always accepts whatever comes out ofCon’s mouth. We wonder ifNora wholeheartedly
accepts Con’s bad treatment ofher, or if she just tries to suppress her will. Although
Nora is a very innocent and kind-hearted woman, she is smart enough to realize that her
husband takes her for granted. But what holds Nora fi-om speaking her mind is her
feeling of inferiority, which stifles her personality. This feeling is caused by her
awareness ofher humble origins. However, this particular feeling does not hold Mrs.
Rowland from speaking her mind because she is self-confident.
Nora’s kind-heartedness blinds her from seeing Con’s selfishness, but Sara is
aware. She argues with hermother, “We can’t afford a waitress, but he can afford to
keep a thoroughbred mare to prance around on and show him off! And he can afford a
barkeep when, ifhe had any decency, he’d do his part and tend the bar himself’ (192).
She also says, “I do hate him for the way he treats you. I heard him again last night,
raking up the past, and blaming his ruin on his having to marry you” (192). Con Melody
is an irresponsible person exactly like Alfred Rowland. Neither of them does his part
while both of their wives do more than their share. They exploit their wives and take
them for granted.
Although Nora suffers and bears a heavy burden, we never hear her complaining.
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We leam about her suffering through her daughter. Like Mr. Rowland, Con Melody does
not appreciate Nora’s sacrifice. Sara is not a submissive woman. She is another Mrs.
Rowland. Sara feels that her mother enslaves herself to Alfred and this arouses her
sympathy. What Sara wants is to make her mother reasonable in her devotion to her
father. She tells her mother that she left the house because she could not tolerate her
father’s enslaving hermother; she says, “Ifhe hadn’t the pride or love for you not to live
on slaving your heart out, I had that pride and love” (192). Because ofher submission,
Nora’s relationship with her husband does not end tragically like other marriages in
O’Neill’s plays. With her complete devotion, she manages to alleviate her husband’s
discontent and disappointment with his relationship with her. Most of the relationships in
other plays ofO’Neill end tragically, due to women’s defiance of their husbands. This
means that ifwomen do not want to be divorced, they must submit to their spouses.
Through Sara’s voice we leam that Nora’s life is not happy. Although this is only Sara’s
opinion and not necessarily hermother’s, it offers the reader/viewer insight into the
sacrifices made by Nora for her husband’s, not her, happiness.
Had Nora not been so devoted to her husband, she would not have maintained a
relationship with him. To achieve this purpose, she suffers a lot. Although she is young,
she looks weak and older than she is. What happens to Eben’s stepmother, Abbie, in
Desire under the Elms is much worse; she pays with her life. Jane Torrey states,
“O’Neill’s women are supposed to be devoted to men, but the men have no reciprocal
obligation. It is the women, not the men, who are supposed to be pillars of strength for
someone else” (169). Torrey adds, “In O’Neill’s moral universe, a woman’s destiny is to
serve a man, whereas a man’s destiny is to fulfill himself’ (169). O’Neill considers it
immoral for a woman to try to free herself from a man’s grip. What is moral for a
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woman, according to O’Neill, is to be her husband’s slave. He believes that a woman’s
disobedience to her spouse is a sin. Nora is not aware of the fact that her relationship
with Con is a master-slave relationship. Sara tries her best to open her mother’s eyes to
this bitter truth, but Nora feels that she does not heed her daughter’s advice. We can see
that in the following conversation between Sara and her mother:
SARA: It’s you ought to be ashamed, for not havingmore pride! You
bear all his insults as meek as a lamb! You keep on slaving for him
when it’s that has made you old before your time! (angrily) You
can’t much longer, I tell you. He’s getting worse. You’ll have to
leave him.
NORA: (aroused) I’ll never! How old your prate!?
SARA: You’d leave him today, if you had any pride!
NORA: I have pride in my love for him. (192)
Sara is surprised at her mother’s excessive devotion to her father. She believes that this
is contrary to reason because it is so extreme. She "looks at her mother with wondering
respect” and says, “You’re a strange woman, mother. And a grand woman! I’ll love- but
I’ll love where it’ll gain me freedom and not put me in slavery for life” (193). Sara
appears to function as a foil for hermother, but this proves wrong when she offers her
body to please Simon, her lover, which shows a contradiction to her earlier rebellious
attitudes against her mother’s unreasonable devotion to Con. This reflects O’Neill’s
patriarchal and conventional beliefs towards women. Sara’s failure to live up to her
words suggests that women’s submission to theirmen is an inescapable sacrifice that they
are destined to make. Thus, if a woman does not make this sacrifice by being her
husband’s servant, then she can do it by offering her body as a substitute. This means
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that women exist only to offer whatever they have in order to please their men.
Sara’s attitude towards her mother resembles that ofMrs. Frazer, a friend of the
Roylstons, towards Alice, the wife ofMr. Roylston, in Servitude. Alice echoes Nora in
her belief that love means servitude to husband. Both Nora and Alice epitomize the
mother/wife role. They subordinate their own desires to their husbands’ wishes. Alice’s
first priority in life is to make her husband happy. She tells Mrs. Frazer, “I have been
happy in serving him” (267). Like Sara, Mrs. Frazer believes that too much love means
servitude; she says to Alice, “Happiness, then, means servitude” (269). She advises her
not to enslave herself in the name of love; she tells her, why have you never asserted
yourself, claimed your right as an individual? Why have you never spoken to him, told
him how you felt?” (267). But, like Nora, her feeling of indebtedness to her husband
forces her to serve him. Therefore, in order for both Nora and Alice to be happy in their
relationship with their husbands, they must accept the mother/wife role. The more Alice
feels content with this role the happier her husband becomes; Roylston tells Alice
mockingly, “My dear Alice, you’re really the perfect wife...I salute you. My Angel of
trustfulness” (270). Mrs. Frazer, when she refuses to accept Roylston’s offer to be his
typist, does not measure up to his standards of an obedient woman; she tells him, “I was
in love with an ideal—the ideal of self-realization, of the duty of the individual to assert
its supremacy and demand the freedom necessary for its development” (277). Like
Sara’s antagonistic attitude to her father’s oppressive treatment ofher mother, Mrs.
Frazer’s opposition to Roylston is met with hostility by him.
Despite the fact that Sara and Mrs. Frazer share similar attitudes and beliefs
concerning their defiance ofmen’s authority, Sara fails in applying to herselfwhat she
preaches to hermother. Sara is not aware ofher mother’s dilemma. When she finds
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herself in the same situation, she retreats. When Sara starts her relationship with Simon,
she appears unaware of the difference in social class between them, a fact her father is
quite aware of. Deborah, Simon’s mother, tries to open Sara’s eyes to this truth. Sara
tries her best to win Simon as a husband but she fails. To win Simon, she finds herself
forced to relinquish her principles ofnot making herself a servant to love. When she fails
to become Simon’s wife, she offers her body in order to please him. Sara is from a poor
and humble family; thus, she has nothing to offer to a rich aristocrat but her body. This
reminds us ofAbbie in Desire Under the Elms, who has nothing else to offer, so she sells
herself in marriage in order to get her hands on the Cabot farm (her first real home).
Sara’s offering her body to Simon is an obvious sign ofher subservience. Now, she and
her mother are in the same situation; she comes to realize the kind ofdilemma her mother
is in. Both mother and daughter acknowledge that they must submit to their men if they
want to maintain their relationships with them; this sacrifice is a condition. Thus, we
notice that Mrs. Rowland fails in her relationship with her husband because she refuses to
be his caretaker; whereas, Nora and her daughter, to some extent, succeed because they
agree to submit to their men. This is because they both do what they can to please their
men. Sara and Abbie are not the only women who offer their bodies to men. Prostitutes,
who offer their bodies to men are recurring characters in many ofO’Neill’s plays. Their
job is to please men. Doris Nelson stresses the fact that “Prostitutes obviously have a
profession, but one which depends exclusively on the favors ofmen” (4). They do not
own their selves because they sell their bodies. They are the epitome ofsubservience and
servitude to men. In Before Brealfast, unable to impose his will on his stubborn wife,
Alfi-ed turns to prostitutes, whom he finds easy to control and enslave. Michael Cape of
Welded does the same.
Onemight wonder why O’Neill so often incorporates prostitutes in his plays.
Judith Barlow argues: “While O’Neill was no George Bernard Shaw, exposing how
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capitalism made prostitution one of the few job opportunities for women, he was aware
that women are a commodity exchanged among men” (166). During O’Neill’s time,
although society placed many limitations on women, they had many opportunities in
professional life. There were female doctors, nurses, teachers, secretaries...etc.
However, in many ofhis plays, O’Neill seems to give women limited choices.
Prostitution is among the few choices, besides housekeeping, cooking and childrearing,
which put women in service ofmen. Barlow states that “O’Neill’s female characters are
rarely artists, adventurers or dreamers - unless the dream is of love” (165). In this case,
Barlow points out that “love means servitude” (166). Even if a woman happens to have a
job, it has to be in service of a man and under his command, too. Doris Nelson notes:
“Throughout O’Neill’s canon, his heroines define themselves primarily or wholly in
terms of their relationships to the men in their lives or less commonly their offspring;
jobs are at best secondary compensations” (3). Alice, ofServitude, is a good
stenographer who serves her husband by typing his manuscripts for seven years. Alice
resembles Nora in her dedication to her husband. She tells Mrs. Frazer, “I had to stay
with him until he got on his feet. ..he had to have someone to typewrite his manuscript for
him” (266). Surprised by Alice’s unusual devotion, Mrs. Frazer responds, “and you did
all the housekeeping, too?” (266). Thus, although Alice has her own job so to speak, she
is principally a servant to her husband. Commenting on this kind of inequity, Jane
Torrey argues, “O’Neill’s women have nothing and are nothing except through men.
Some of the apparent exceptions are in fact part of the very pattern from which they seem
to divulge” (167). Among these seeming exceptions are Alice ofServitude, Eleanor of
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Welded, and Nora ofA Touch ofthe Poet. All these women perform roles prescribed by
their husbands, who are their bosses. These women appear to have jobs which show
them to be independent women. But, all the jobs that these women do are only a form of
servitude because they are performed to please men. Besides, these women do these jobs
while remaining under their husbands’ commands. Nora is a mere bartender in the tavern
that Con Melody owns, Alice is her husband’s secretary and typist, and Eleanor is just an
actress that works for her husband. A superficial look at these women might suggest that
these women are independent, but a close one would prove the opposite.
Eleanor Cape, the actress in Welded, performs only roles written by her husband,
the playwright. Lewisohn argues that she is “resentful of the fact that her successes have
been chiefly in his plays, a fact that seems to make her wholly his creature” (163-164).
Although Eleanor technically has a job, she can only play the role that her husband
prescribes for her. Michael is her boss at work. We can notice Michael’s bossy attitude
towards her when he says to her, “Good God, how dare you criticize creative work”
(249). This comes as a reaction to her criticism ofhis work when she says to him, “Now
I know why the women in your plays are so wooden! You ought to thank me for
breathing life into them!” (249). Michael’s conceited attitude stems from his conviction
that Eleanor does not have intellectual abilities as he has, so she cannot criticize his
creative work. Eleanor complains: “You [Michael] insist that I have no life at all outside
you. Even my work must exist only as an echo ofyours.. .why can’t you understand and
be generous - be just” (244). Eleanor’s request ofjustice and generosity from her
husband is a sign ofher awareness ofhis position as her boss. Thus, she does not have
the right to ask for justice; instead, she has to beg for it. Hence, the way she performs her
work must be on his terms, and she does not have the right to question any ofhis orders.
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Virginia Floyd argues that “The title of the play suggests what is wrong with the Capes’
marriage. To “weld” is to join inseparably. Michael wants his wife to lose herself, her
being and identity in him, making it impossible for her to be a person in her own right.
He has created the roles Eleanor plays onstage and wishes to manipulate and control her
offstage” {The Plays 250).
Eleanor’s criticism ofher husband’s work is an indication ofher rejection ofhis
domineering attitudes. Although she is aware of the fact that he is her boss, she does not
submit to him. Michael always reminds her that he is the one who made her what she is
and without him she would not have been a good actress; he tells her, “You were on the
stage seven years before 1 met you. Your appearance in the works ofother playwrights -
you must admit you were anything but successful” (248). He feels that she is indebted to
him, so he wants to own her. But Eleanor is self-confident, so she speaks her mind. Her
defiance ofher husband appears when she says to him, ‘"'‘{losing her temper completely)
You mean I ought to be grateful for -1 suppose you think that without your work I -
{springing to herfeet) Your egotism is making a fool of you! You’re becoming so
exaggeratedly conceited no one can stand you! Everyone notices it” (248). Throughout
her relationship with Michael as his employee and wife, Eleanor refuses to tolerate his
domineering treatment. Michael always reminds her that he is the one who made her an
actress, which she considers a form ofhumiliation that she cannot endure. In the play,
we notice that the more Eleanor shows her objections to him the worse his treatment to
her becomes; and, as a result, the gap between them widens until finally they become
alien to each other. Due to their continuous heated arguments, which grow beyond their
endurance and patience, they separate emotionally and physically; Michael turns to
prostitutes to project his domineering personality and Eleanor forms a relationship with
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somebody else. Thus, this ends their relationship, which would not have happened had
Eleanor not challenged her husband.
Not only does Eleanor defy her husband through argument and criticism, but also
by seeking relationships with other men, which stems from her belief that she is a free
woman. This places Eleanor among O’Neill’s female characters who break up with their
spouses and search for other men. Many women in O’Neill’s plays choose to rebel
against their domineering husbands and live their own lives by seeking separation and
having new relationships. Separation for them represents freedom and independence.
Mildred ofRecklessness suffers a miserable life with her domineering husband. Mr.
Baldwin considers her as his property. He does not allow her to be free and live her own
way of life. The enormous age difference places a gap between the couple. Mr. Baldwin
is an old-fashioned man who is twenty years older than she, so he believes in the
traditional role a woman should play, which is staying at home and serving her husband.
When the play begins, Mr. Baldwin is already on a journey while Mildred is imprisoned
at home like a slave suffering from loneliness. He is fair with himself but so cruel to his
wife because he can go wherever he wants without taking anybody’s approval. Besides,
he does not treat her as a human being, but rather as something that he owns because he
has paid for it. Mildred and Mr. Baldwin’s marriage is not based on an intimate
relationship before they have gotten married. Their marriage was based on material
purposes. Mildred, under pressure from her family, reluctantly agreed to marry him only
because she wanted to help them out of their financial crisis. She complains to Fred: “It
was my kind parents who loved his money. He is so much older than I am and we have
nothing in common. Well, I simply don’t love him—there’s an end to it. And so—^being
his wife—I hate him!” (58). In order to keep her morale down all the time, Mr. Baldwin
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always reminds her of the fact that her parents have sold her to him. Nevertheless, this
does not affect her self-confidence; she courageously stands up to him.
Although Mildred lives a luxurious life, she is not happy because she feels stifled
by her narrow-minded husband. Complaining to Fred about her husband, Mildred says,
“I can’t stand this life much longer, Fred. These last two weeks while he has been away
have been heaven to me but when I think of his coming back tonight -1 - could kill
him!” (56). Her life is always filled with fear and anxiety because she lives with a person
who is forced upon her. She sees Fred as her salvation from the hell she is in; she says to
him, “After the wire came and I knew he [Mr. Baldwin] would be here, I kept thinking of
how he would claim me—force his loathsome kisses on me. {Fred groans in impotent
rage) I was filled with horror. That is why I asked you to take me away tonight—to save
me” (58-59). She wants to enjoy life and live on her own terms and also to have a
relationship with a person she chooses.
Although Mrs. Baldwin is optimistic and self-confident, she is not aware of the
fact that this patriarchal society makes it hard for any woman to succeed in getting rid of
her husband’s control. The first disappointment that she receives is from Fred himself,
whom she counts on as her savior. When she confesses to him about her agony and
misery, he does not patronize her. This is because Fred is a man who understands how
hard it is for any woman to be free ofher husband’s control. Mildred is trapped in a
patriarchal system where men are encouraged and required to control their wives. When
she asks Fred to elope with her, he runs away from her and tries to evade her request. He
tries to create excuses; we see this in the following conversation between them:
MRS. BALDWIN: But I can get money—all the money we need.
FRED: {scornfully) His money!
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MRS. BALDWIN; I have my jewels. I can sell those.
FRED: He gave you those jewels.
MRS. BALDWIN; (pleading tearfully) Fred, dearest, please take me away
now— tonight—^before he comes. What difference does
themoney make as long as I have you? (57)
When Mildred tells Fred that she can get money by selling her jewels, he gets surprised
because he assumes that she owns nothing, not even herself; that is why he tells her that
the jewels are not hers but belong to Baldwin. This conveys the message that everything
a woman has is actually part ofher husband’s property, reinforcing the fact that men are
superior to women; that is why they have freedom ofownership but women don’t. Fred
tries to evade her request not because he does not love her, but because he is a male who
knows that Mildred is Baldwin’s property and nobody has the right to approach her.
When he learns about his wife’s affair with Fred, Mr. Baldwin openly mentions the fact
that Mildred is his property; he says, “Fred is very careless—very, very careless in some
things. I shall have to teach him a lesson. He is absolutely reckless (Mrs. Baldwin
shudders in spite ofherself) especially with other people’s property” (67).
Mildred pays a high price for her defiance of her husband. She confronts him
with her love affair with his employee. She says to him, “Yes, I love him! I acknowledge
it. He is a man and not the beast you are” (71). Unaware of the seriousness of the
situation she is in, Mildred continues: “I have tried to love you but there has always been
a gulf separating us. I could never understand you. I have been just a plaything with
which you amused yourself’ (71). Mr. Baldwin does not show any understanding of her
situation. His only way of interpreting the situation is that his property is approached by
intruders and he must take action. Although he knows that his marriage to her was not
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her fault, he refuses to release her, exactly as Fred predicted at the beginning. Fred asks
her, “How do you know he’ll get a divorce? He might keep you bound to him in name for
years - just for spite” (58). Mr. Baldwin does not forgive her for her infidelity. He
decides to revenge himself on her and her lover by setting up a plan to end Fred’s life.
To do so, he purposely sends Fred to fetch the doctor and asks him to drive fast on the
way back because Mildred needs a physician urgently. Fred’s reckless driving results in
a fatal accident that ends his life. Overwhelmed with griefover the death ofher lover,
Mildred commits suicide.
Thus, we notice that Mrs. Baldwin receives a severe penalty for daring to defy her
husband. Her relationship with her husband ends tragically. She loses her lover forever,
and also pays with her life for her disobedience. Mildred chooses to end her own life
because this is the only thing that makes her feel that she owns her self. Only death frees
her from her husband’s grip. This shows that women in O’Neill’s plays are severely
trapped to the extent that death becomes their only choice to win their freedom.
However, O’Neill seems to portray Mildred’s death as the price she pays for her betrayal
ofher husband, who buys for her anything she wants. He, on the other hand, portrays
Mr. Baldwin as the victim ofhis wife’s villainous deeds. Ifwe look closely at the play
we notice that O’Neill condemns her unfaithfulness towards her, allegedly, nice husband.
Among other women who seek relationships outside their marriage is Ruth of
Beyond the Horizon. Her disappointment with her husband, Robert, compels her to turn
to his brother, the man who measures up to her standards of a good man. This is an
indication ofRuth’s self-assertion and freedom of expression. Eleanor of Welded decides
to have a relationship with John who saves her from her husband. In Servitude, there are
two types ofwomen, one who falls within the preceding category, Mrs. Frazer, and the
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other belongs to the submissive type ofwomen, that ofNora’s.
Thus, in O’Neill’s plays, there are two types ofwomen, the provider and the
destroyer. O’Neill portrays the women who rebel against their husbands and reject their
prescribed roles as destroyers of their husbands and families. Women who accept the
mother/wife role fall within the provider category. O’Neill holds his “destroyer” women
responsible for ruining their husbands’ lives, thus destroying their relationships with their
spouses. These women are the ones who try to challenge the patriarchal rules of
submission to men and thus are considered disobedient eind rebellious. Men in O’Neill’s
plays are often conventional husbands who believe that the role women should play is to
be in service of their husbands, as wives and mothers. They should dedicate themselves
to helping their men achieve their goals. Barlow argues, “O’Neill created patriarchal
worlds into which women could fit only by assuming the narrow roles in which the male
characters sought to cast them” (174). Jane Torrey states, “O’Neill’s men had need of
women, and they expected their women to help them achieve their goals without
necessarily feeling an obligation in return. There are men like this in the real world, and
O’Neill’s portrait ofmen, oppressed and otherwise, are apparently drawn from his
experience” (165). O’Neill portrays Mrs. Rowland, Ruth, Eleanor and Mildred as
destroyers because they ruin their husbands’ dreams. He portrays Alfred, the creative
poet, as victim of a nagging and ignorant wife, who, instead ofhelping her husband
enhance his poetic creativity, abhors his poetry and lowers his morale. Ruth forces her
husband to relinquish his ambitions of going on an expedition to the sea, thus destroying
his dreams. This results in destruction of the whole family including herself. Likewise,
Eleanor refuses her role as an actress under Michael’s authority. Instead of dedicating
herself to helping her husband become a more famous writer, she criticizes his works and
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chooses her own way of life. Mildred, too, is portrayed as a destroyer ofher family
because ofher infidelity. Her love affair with her driver makes her husband, out of rage
and spite, plan her lover’s death, thus leaving her husband threatened with life in prison.
Other women destroyers can be found in Bread andButter, All God’s Chillun Got Wings,
The Iceman Cometh, and The Great God Brown. In brief, women’s challenge of their
husbands is what mars their happiness in marriage. Barlow argues that “Kinship between
man and woman is the most powerful of any. But the terms of that bond are dictated by
the man” (174). Thus, success of the husband/wife relationship depends on the woman’s
obedience to her husband’s orders. Women who fail to conform to these rules are
considered by O’Neill as victimizers or bad mothers.
“Provider” women are those who are content with their mother/wife role. These
types ofwomen, although at their own expense, succeed in their lives with their men.
Nora and Alice are the epitome of this category. Barlow maintains, “A marriage is not
made secure until the wife has succeeded in making her husband her child” (169). This
means that women are required to be men’s caretakers and nurturers. Women’s domestic
role is not restricted to childbearing, but also to nurturing their husbands. Nora nurses
her husband and children and appears to have no ambition beyond her family’s physical
and emotional health. She, argues Barlow “subordinates her own desires to Con’s wishes
and, while her primary allegiance is to the husband she treats as a sick child, she finds
time to counsel her daughter, Sara, about the true meaning of love” (171). Opposite to
Nora is Mrs. Rowland, whose still-born infant symbolizes her refusal to nurture either
husband or child.
Provider women reflect O’Neill’s image of good mothers, those who accept their
slavish roles as selfless suppliers of comfort and peace to their husbands. Suzanne Burr
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argues that the appearance of such females in O’Neill’s plays reflects his empathy with
them. The majority of critics believe that O’Neill is a highly autobiographical writer,
whose works always mirror his personal life. According to his biography, he did not
have a happy relationship with any of the women in his life, including his mother,
because he believed that they were unfaithful to him. Therefore, he does not show
empathy to these women. Arguing against Burr’s claim, Barlow maintains:
O’Neill’s apotheosizing of the maternal female character is a dominant
motif throughout his canon. His maternal woman are as likely to be
prostitutes, virgins, or childless wives as they are to be biological parents,
while those they mother are usually adult men. A maternal character may
be defined, for O’Neill, in traditional terms: one who nurtures, cares for,
and protects others; one who is willing to subordinate her own dreams and
concerns for her loved one’s desires; and one who forgives all
transgressions...still, the extent to which O’Neill’s women display these
cherished maternal virtues determines not only male characters’ attitudes
towards them but the playwright’s perspective as well. (170)
Thus, O’Neill’s portrayal of some ofhis female characters as good caregivers depends on
these women’s performance of their maternal role towards their husbands; and this is
what determines whether O’Neill and his male characters show favorable or unfavorable
attitudes towards these women. Therefore, Barlow’s argument is valid because he
presents sufficient evidence by making a good connection between O’Neill’s unfavorable
attitude towards women who fail in performing their maternal roles and the misogynistic
Swedish playwright August Strindberg whose female characters were suppressed and
stifled. In addition, many critics emphasize the fact that O’Neill openly expressed his
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support of the patriarchal views against women in many occasions. Further, O’Neill’s
views mirrored the patriarchal ideals ofhis time. O’Neill lived in patriarchal societies
and this influenced him a great deal. Barlow maintains that “O’Neill’s fascination with
the maternal female was as much a part of the cultural and religious air he breathed as it
was of the troubled family into which he was bom” (169).
Accordingly, O’Neill does not seem to portray women who defy their husbands
sympathetically; instead, he shows sympathy for his male characters. What shows his
empathy for his male characters is his portrayal of them as good husbands who deserve to
have obedient wives on the ground that men are naturally superior. O’Neill portrays men
as the rightful masters of theirwives. He depicts them as higher in social status, more
educated and wiser than women. Therefore, he assumes that it is the woman’s duty to
serve her husband and devote her life to his service. This stems from his belief that the
role women should play is mother/wife. Dr. Bisch, one ofO’Neill’s psychoanalysts,
states that “O’Neill was emotionally starved. I had studied his plays carefully and felt
they all showed an antagonism towards women, which indicated that he had a deep
rooted antagonism towards his mother” (qtd. in Mathur 17). Commenting on this,
Mathur asserts that “There is no doubt he [O’Neill] loved his mother deeply but at the
same time, hated her for her betrayal in lacking motherly attributes. This dichotomous
behavioral pattern is found in his characters as well” (17). O’Neill has an antagonistic
attitude towards his female characters who lack motherly attributes because they fail in
performing their natural role as mothers and wives to their men. To him, women, who
are supposed to be mothers to their men, are responsible for nurturing their husbands.
Thus, O’Neill portrays the husband/wife relationship as mainly depending on women.
Women who contentedly accept the mother/wife role succeed in their relationship.
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whereas those who defy the patriarchal rules often bring ruin to the relationship.
CHAPTER FOUR
CONCLUSION
During Eugene O’Neill’s time, the 1920s and 1930s were paradoxical times for
women. On the one hand, society subjected women to many inequalities and
discriminated against them because it considered them inferior to men. On the other
hand, women began to challenge gender norms. At that time, two types ofwriters
emerged: those who embraced the patriarchal beliefs which placed many limitations and
restrictions on women and those who advocated women’s issues and argued against the
social oppression against women. However, the majority ofO’Neill’s readers generally
believe that he was one of the writers whose works defended women and argued against
oppression of them.
A close study of the husband/wife relationship in O’Neill’s plays reveals his
actual attitude towards women. Though O’Neill seems to show empathy with women in
his portrayal of them, his depiction of the husband/wife relationship displays his
antagonistic attitude against women. He blames women for the failure of these
relationships because of their refusal to bow to the authority of theirmen, whom society
considered as the rightful figures ofdomination. O’Neill shows that women who
completely surrender to their husbands often do not get divorced; thus they manage to
maintain their relationships regardless ofwhat they may sacrifice to sustain them. In
O’Neill’s plays, those women who rebel against the authority of the male cause tragic
ends to their relationships.
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We notice that O’Neill is quite unrealistic in his portrayal ofwomen because he
depicts them at two extremes: either they are evil and very rebellious or they are too
submissive. His portrayal ofhis male characters as victims of their wives shows the
unrealistic picture he draws. O’Neill does not lay any responsibility for the failure of the
husband/wife relationship on men. Although we cannot totally acquit women, we can lay
much blame on men for the failure of these relationships. For example, we cannot say
that Mrs. Rowland ofBefore Breakfast is a perfect wife but we cannot accept O’Neill’s
portrayal ofher as a monster either. Likewise, in Welded, Eleanor is not as bad as
O’Neill portrays her. O’Neill portrays her negatively because she does not appreciate her
husband, who helped her become a good actress, and also because she does not help her
spouse achieve his goals. On the contrary, Eleanor rebels against her husband because he
tries to own and control her. The same applies to Ruth whom O’Neill portrays as the
destroyer ofher husband’s life because she always nags at him and forces him to
relinquish his dreams and stay at the farm. However, Ruth does this because she wants
her husband to share the burdens of life and not because she is evil.
O’Neill does not lay blame for the failure ofmarriages in his plays on both sides
of the relationship, the man and the woman. This is because he is biased against women.
His antagonism towards women stems from his terrible experiences with women
including his own mother as well as influence by the patriarchal beliefs of his society.
We can notice O’Neill’s male chauvinism in his portrayal ofhis male characters
as obliged to conform to social beliefs which deemed women as inferior to men.
O’Neill’s depiction ofmen in his plays as pressured by their commitment to conforming
to social conventions which do not permit marriages between men and women of
different socio-economic statuses, suggests his support for these patriarchal beliefs.
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O’Neill shows that men who violate the social rules suffer a lot due to the pressures
society places on them. Another important social convention which O’Neill seems to
strongly advocate is men’s prerogative to dominate their wives. This is another social
aspect that suggests that women are inferior to men. O’Neill’s society gave males the
right to dominate females and limit them to their prescribed roles. This we can see in
O’Neill’s portrayal of the husband/wife relationship as something that is based on a
social law which states that women are men’s property and if any side of this relationship
breaks this law, then the marriage does not work out. Therefore, ifmen do not dominate
their wives and women do not submit to their husbands’ authority, then marriages do not
work out. For example, when Robert Mayo in Beyond the Horizon violates this natural
law, he suffers a lot. Further, women who defy their husbands cause tragic ends to their
relationships with their spouses.
O’Neill portrays women, not men, as violators of these conventions. He draws
dark images ofmany ofhis female characters who rebel against their husbands. O’Neill
considers such women as destroyers of their families because they do not abide by the
social rules. However, O’Neill’s view of rebellious women as destroyers is unrealistic
because it is biased. Deep study ofhis plays shows that women are not responsible for
the failure of their relationships with their spouses. Hence, ifwomen are not responsible,
then what possible reasons could be behind the failure of these marriages?
Many things could be considered causes for the failure ofmarriages in O’Neill’s
plays. For example, materialism, age gaps between spouses, differences in religious
beliefs and the conventional beliefs prevalent at that time could be important factors in
determining the success or failure ofmarriages. Many couples in the plays seem to have
loved each other when they got married but later in the relationship many things interfere
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and ruin it. For instance, the eonventional beliefs of the patriarchal system, which do not
approve marriages between men and women ofdifferent soeio-eeonomie baekgrounds,
are unreasonable beeause love between spouses is the major factor for the sueeess of any
relationship. These beliefs ereate boundaries and tension in the marital relationship.
Materialism is another important issue. Mildred’s marriage is a eommereial deal
that her poor family makes with Mr. Baldwin. Mildred does not agree to the marriage in
the first place, but her family forces her to aecept the deal in order to find a solution for
their financial crisis. The Rowlands’ relationship is threatened by financial issues as
well. They both need money to survive in a material world where they face the threat of
beeoming homeless. Mrs. Rowland tells her husband to make money regardless ofhow,
even if he has to steal it. This shows the harsh reality of the material world. Likewise,
Robert Mayo’s relationship with his wife is eontrolled by the farm, which is a source of
money. Their relationship is determined by their devotion to the farm. Age gaps and
differenee in religious beliefs can negatively impaet the husband/wife relationship.
Thus, we notice that O’Neill’s portrayal ofwomen who rebel against their
domineering husbands as destroyers of their marriages is inaeeurate beeause it is biased.
O’Neill does not seem to lay part of the responsibility for the failure ofmarriages on
men. His portrayal ofhis male charaeters is positive. He never portrays men as evil
characters as he does with his female characters. O’Neill’s empathy towards men is
apparent because he always portrays them as superior to women in terms of intelleetual
abilities, edueation and socio-eeonomic status. O’Neill shows men as perfect husbands
but women as the ones who are at fault all the time. Although O’Neill portrays women in
his plays as wicked, we get surprised by this dark image when we study these women
deeply. We find out that these women are produetive, helpful, kind and true. But, their
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dilemma is something that nobody understands except for them. Their plight is that they
want to win their freedom in a society where this word is forbidden to them. These
women want to own their selves and not be property of others.
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